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THE HISTORY OF PREVENTIVE MEDICINE IN THE SOUTH. 



By Joseph Hovt, M. D., of New Orleans, 

Elx-Pr6ftident of the loniBiaiui' State Board of Health; and Author of "The 

. Syitem of Modem Maritime Sanitation." 



To compress within a limited space a review of the health history of 
a great metropolis or of fourteen states^ with varying experiences and mil- 
lions of inhabitants, would hopelessly exceed the possibilities of ingenuity 
but for the saving ability to generalize under natural law the facts 
of causality. To apply any standard of measurement to the South, we 
must justly bear in mind that, within the memory of persons now living, 
many of these states were largely in primeval forest and unbroken 
prairie — ^the home and hunting-ground of Indians. We must also bear 
in mind that a knowledge of hygfiene, as an established science, is a 
product of the latest enlightenment through clinical experience and bio- 
logical research. So recent, indeed, that the ninth edition of the En- 
cyclopaedia Britannica of 1878 makes brief mention, severely technical, of 
the subject, treated under four or five headings; while the eleventh 
edition, in thirty-four divisions and references, devotes thousands of 
words to popular instruction in hygienic knowledge and the art of sanitary 
defence. 

Hardly out of the cradle of experimental infancy, its robust develop- 
ment is a modern wonder, even in these times when nothing can amaze. 
Its revelations, already trite in the public mouth, were hardly dreamed 
of as speculative possibilities twenty years ago. We must remember that 
from their earliest settlement, the seaboard states of the South, in addi- 
tion to the ordinary exanthemata and other infections common to the 
temperate zone, were compelled to bear the brunt of pestilential foreign 
invasion along several thousand miles of Atlantic and Gulf littoral: from 
Baltimore to Key West, thence to the Rio Gran.de and nearly the length 
of that river as the Mexican boundary, wide open to commerce and the 
concomitant entry of the morbiferous fauna and flora of the tropics, par- 
ticularly the hypothetical protozoon of yellow fever, the S. cholercc 
asiatica: and the S. pestis. 

Through all the years of its medical history, the health officers and 
medical practitioners of the South, under the spur of necessity, have 
kept in close touch with the world's best thought and experience in clin- 
ical recognition and treatment^ but especially in proposed methods of 
defence against introduction ; the states themselves and communities, back- 
ing these efforts with ample authority and appropriations. 

As long ago as June, 1884, the state of Louisiana, desperately wearied 
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"This is the sum of all the law governing maritime sanitation. When 
the entire atmosphere within a ship has been displaced with concentrated 
sulphurous acid gas, we have availed ourselves of the highest assurance 
offered in practicable and speedy disinfection. There is but one guar- 
antee of a more positive kind — total destruction by fire," 

Having invented and applied the apparatus competent to complete the 
work speedily, and to wet all surfaces with a solution of mercuric 
bichloride — 1:1,000 — but not aware of tiie mosquito and of the rat-flea, 
as intermediate hosts, from kelson to cross-trees, every mosquito, rat, 
roach and other biological form were destroyed ; anticipating in successful 
results, through irrefutable logic of induction, the later findings of the 
mosquito theory of transmission in the report of the Yellow Fever Com- 
mission at Havana published October, 1900. 

Even to this day, the essential virus of yellow fever is ultramicroscopic, 
not seen in mosquito or ship, but logically inferred, as it was by New 
Orleans, sixteen years earlier, when, through inference, she demon- 
strated her protection against this foreign infection and had already 
taught the world. 
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accumulation of a city's excreta. 

The consternation was sufficient to arouse the whole people to an 
intense interest in the public health protection, including the invention 
and installation of a modernized system of maritime sanitation as the 
only salvation of the seaboard and the highest possible guarantee of 
safely for the interior. 

Under compulsion of necessity and by main strength of moral deter- 
mination and prodigious activity, New Orleans was pulled over the great 
divide — as registered in the chart— between the anarchy of corruptible 
matter in horrible domination and the present reign of enlightenment 
under hygienic law. 

Part passu with the extension of paving and of the sewerage and drain- 
age systems, there has been an amazing betterment. For 1906, closing 
a century of this chart, the death-rate had fallen to 17, and in 1912, 
whites 13.88, colored 1678 per thousand; thus putting New Orleans, with 



a large and mixed population of 370,000, in an assured position among the 
healthiest of cities. 

Summary of Evidence. 

In the foregoing exhibit, through many years of comparison, we 
observe the health conditions of a people in an environment of absolute 
sanitary neglect, and, later, of the same people chastened in a school of 
hard experience, finally emerging through education into willing and 
obedient subjection to hygienic law, with all of its blessings of decency, 
health and comfort. 

Omitting a weary recital of health incidence in each of the many 
states, we have endeavored to' illustrate, through local example, a geh- 
eralized statement of the laws of causality, of development and progress, 
with special schemes of permanent control, and of management to meet 
emergencies affecting the public health, presented synthetically as — The 
Philosophy of the History of Preventive Medicine in the South. 
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